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1. Key Objectives of the Dissertation
Research Objectives:
First, it aims at examining usage motivations of Chinese SNSs (Social Networking Sites), and
their influences on Chinese public’s images of Japan. Second, this dissertation explores the
underlying mechanisms of SNS communication by identifying the effects of receiving and
expressing Japan-related messages via SNSs, on Chinese public’s images of Japan.
Research Questions:
What are the effects of online communication motives and behaviors on Chinese public’s
images of Japan? This overarching question are divided into three subsidiary questions. (1)
Why is an individual motivated to use a particular SNS? (2) What are the influences of an
individual’s SNS use motivations on his/her images of Japan? (3) What is the mechanism of
online communication behaviors and an individual’s images of Japan? These questions derive
from gaps in the existing literature on SNS communication—for example, the need to
examine how seamlessly switching between recipient and sender roles in the new media
environment affects perceptions of national images.
Theoretical Framework:
To answer the research questions, first, the dissertation needs to investigate SNSs use
motivations across platforms and the respective outcomes of motivations. Therefore, the
dissertation adopts uses and gratifications (U&G) paradigm to explore individuals’ SNS use
motivations and subsequent outcomes—images of Japan. Then, this study incorporates
bidirectional message effects model (Pingree, 2007) into O-S-R-O-R communication
mediation framework (Cho et al., 2009; Shah et al., 2007) to examine both reception and
expression effects of SNS communication. In sum, the dissertation improves upon previous
research, which exclusively focuses on reception effects on images of a foreign country.
Data and Method:
This study relies on an exploratory sequential mixed methods design involving focus group
discussions (FGD) and questionnaire survey on Chinese undergraduate students in Beijing.
The data was collected in October and November 2017.
Major Findings:
This study found a notable distinction in usage motivation and patterns in WeChat and Weibo,
two most-mentioned platforms by participants. Compared to WeChat, the majority of
participants noted that they are more willing to and feel comfortable expressing their opinions
on Weibo. Further analysis on the descriptive explanations of participants indicated that
anonymity, homogeneity of social network, and getting awards such as comments and
“Likes” considerably promote the level of revealing one’s opinions, thoughts, moods, and
emotions. Another difference of the two platforms lies in media trust and information seeking.
On Weibo, a higher level of exposure to diverse viewpoints leads to a cautious view on the
credibility and objectivity of information, accordingly facilitating seeking behaviors for
related information to distinguish between objective and distorted information. However, on
WeChat, participants tend to stop seeking further relevant information or news, since the
contents posted on WeChat Moments by their peers are considered trustworthy.
For the above-mentioned characteristics of Weibo, it was selected as a case study for
investigating the relationships of usage motivations and Chinese university students’ images
of Japan. The results indicated that social interaction motive predicted individuals’
impression of and vigilant intention towards Japan. In addition, information seeking motive
predicted progressiveness evaluation, perceived threat, impression, and interest in Japan to a
large extent. And it also has a scant influence on intimate intention. Furthermore, community
development motive is predictive only for vigilant intention towards Japan. Entertainment
motive significantly promotes respondents’ progressiveness, impression, intimate intention,
and interest in Japan.
Furthermore, the dissertation investigates the effects of communication behaviors on
evaluation, recognition, impression, and behavioral intentions respectively. In addition to
total effects and total indirect effects, the dissertation looked into the specific direct effects of
communication behaviors as well. The results indicated that respondents’ evaluation of
Japan’s progressiveness channeled reception effect (i.e., receiving Japan-related messages on
SNSs) on behavioral intentions except vigilant intention towards Japan. In addition,
impression on Japan mediated the reception effect on interest in Japan and reduction in social
distance to Japan. On the contrary, message expression did not produce any significant
indirect effects on behavioral intentions, neither mediated by progressiveness of Japan nor by
impression on Japan, while perceived threat mediated its effect on vigilant intention and
social distance.
Contributions:
The contributions of this dissertation are both academic-analytical and policy-oriented. At the
academic-analytical level, this study contributes to the literature on SNS use motivations and
subsequent outcomes. Another major contribution of this study originates from extending the
theoretical framework of online communication mediation model (Cho et al., 2009; Shah et
al., 2007) to investigating the effects of SNS communication behavior (i.e., receiving and
expressing message) on Chinese university students’ images of Japan. In terms of
policy-oriented suggestions, the findings provide insights for communication practitioners of
all sorts, in particular journalist, we-media practitioner, and political communicators, among
others.
2. The Structure of the Dissertation
Chapter 1: Introduction:
Discusses the key motivations and siginificance of the research, and provides a roadmap for
the rest of the dissertation.
Chapter 2: Literature Review:
Reviews the relevant literature both in communication studies and Chinese studies.
Chapter 3: Overview of Methodology:
Discusses several crucial issues involved in designing mixed methods research, and
introduces the data for the dissertation.
Chapter 4: How Does SNS Usage Motivation Affect Chinese University Students’ Image of
Japan?:
Presents qualitative findings about SNS usage motivations based on the FGDs with university
students.
Chapter 5: What Are the Mechanism of SNS Communication Behaviors and Chinese
University Students’ Image of Japan:
Presents quantitative findings of the survey.
Chapter 6: Discussion and Conclusion:
Concludes the dissertation by revisiting the research findings and highlighting their academic
significance. Limitations of the dissertation as well as possible future research directions are
discussed.
3. The Defense
The dissertation defense was held on Monday, November 19, 2018 from 15:00 to 16:30 in
Room 713 of Building No. 19. All the four committee members felt that the dissertation was
of high quality in terms of theoretical rigor, empirical examination, and practical implications,
and the draft submitted at the time of the defense meets the academic standard for a doctoral
dissertation. We, however, agreed that several minor modifications would further improve the
quality of the dissertation. The suggested changes include:
1) Need to explain in more detail why university students were selected as the participants
of the research.
2) The variables of “message reception” and “message expression” are measured by asking
respondents to indicate the frequencies of reading and sending Japan-related messages on
SNS (in Chapter 5). Need to clarify whether there were specific incidents related to
Japan-China relations that might have triggered (i.e., skewed) the frequency.
3) The descriptions of key variables are not clear. The dissertation only provides mean
values and standard deviations. More detailed descriptive statistics of the variables as
well as their explanations in Chapter 4 and 5 would be needed.
4) In addition to the above, several minor English editorial suggestions were made.
4. Overall Evaluation and Result
After carefully reviewing the dissertation, evaluating the responses in the oral defense, and
assessing the revisions made after the defense (a detailed 1000-word list of “Modifications
Based on the Comments and the Questions” was submitted on January 7, 2019), the
committee members unanimously agree that the Ph.D. in International Studies be awarded to
Tengfei Zhang.
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